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The title of my p or today is "Hands Off: Fostering Self-Relinnce

Writing Lab
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in the Writing Lab." My fundamental idea is that our ultimate goal in

the 1ab is student self-reliance, not meroly good compositions. T want

to show how the dynamics of the writing conference in the lab can foster

self-reliagnce.

the: individual studggts, help them solve their problems, and than send

5

them on their way.

it is important to recognize that this goal of self-reliance for our

pedagopgy. In the 16b, we tailor our teaching techniques-ﬁ? the needs of

v

1f we'rebsuccessful we have, so

each studont, worked ourselves out of a job.

~

Py

As wo attept to formulate instructional theory for the writing lab

students, intangible a{iet is, must be at the core of any student-centered

P

onexr or later with

We know, of course, and wish our students knew better, that the

writing lab is not an editing sefrvice. A writing lab must have.substan-
. . 2 .

/

tive rather than merely cosmeti¢/ effect on student writing. But the

idea of self-reliance goes beyond this: »what the student learns in the
‘labimust be transferable to future writings. To be truly student-oriented, -

_ léblihstructOrs.mustxsec their students as persons who arc in the processg””

"

)II

.
s

. . : : v
not 'simply of writing one ex two papcrs, but of bocoming eff&ctivo,@gi{crs,

The work done in a writing conforence becomes more important than Ats

L



the!precise arnd s

specijtg product. The way we manage the writing confercence itself is one

key to accomplishing this kind of lasting teaching.

The bost thing about teaching in a lab situation, it seems to me, 1s

), . N . AN
S1t!ve focus we can establish with cach writer in the
/ . ‘

[

conference. Such individualization is what makes

-

one-to-one sctting of
v
Al

the lab se valuable, ospecially for students who feol lost or Insecure in
a regular classroom or who -arve at an educational disadvantage in a college

or university in the first place. Yet, this individual attention can f{ool
!

~

these inexpcricnccd writers into thinking that somcone else will take care

of their writing problems for them quickly, because the paper.is due

-

next hour .

bt
4

We've all been admonished not to do the students' work for them. We
try not to. My exporience is that despite our best’intentions, the prdb--

lem of  students becoming dependent upon a center's staff for either direc-

tion or editing is a real one. I'm sure you've met the gorgeous, bhroad-

shouldexed, soft-spoken football p]ay01 who makes his first appcaranco in

the lab long after mid-terms. He's had a lot of trouble with his knees
tpis year, so he hasn't been able to do much work.iﬂ Enﬁlish class, and
he's behind by three or four essays now. The tgacher doesn't really under-
stand him, But he's heard that you're really good at butlines, so if vou
could jus?xtaké a ]obk at these assignments . . .. Or there's the lovely
youné woman wiéh long hair who_comos in late on a‘Friday afternoon, She
has five or six gold Ehains'arrunged in tho'ﬁeck}iné of her silk shirt

¢ ) -

and very .long eyelashes. She gently slides her rouph draft in front of

you and waits, responding (o questions with smiles, podts and shrugs.,

. I
*
L
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Sometimes 1t sesms sasior just to help these students than to try to

\

teach them, doesn't 1t?
) / . ,

But our job is to teach, and unless the help we give a studont lasts

beyond the immediate crisis of the paper at hand, we aren't really doing

«
-3

anybody any service at all. ‘The issuc, then, is how can we teach effec-

tively in a writing center,, where we usually sce students sporadically,
B . e !
when they are under tromehﬁors pressure to get through a specific assign-

ment? low can we conduct a writihg conference 50 that we do more than

apply band-aids? How do we start to build self-reliance in our students?

T tell the peger tutors at our center: Begin by putting down your
pencil and taking a deep breath. The "hands off'" injunction in.my title
is meant literally. From the first visit student writors must be given

1 ' ’ '

primary responSib%&ity for whﬁt happens to their writing in the lab. A

clear initial statement of this is nonverbal. The paper— a draft, a
;

graded composition.that'neods revision, or just am assignment sheet ready

for notes or aﬁ.outline——j:should be in front of the student, not the
. ¢ : . -

teacher.. Thefstudent dogs the writing @@ it. The student, not the

ls aloud frpm it. 1'm risking over-simplification here, but

“these litt,e physical AdJustmenE/}%ah make a world of d&fference Aftor

+

all, the amiliax waﬁ/of getting help on a paper, or on anything,-rcally,

. is for the holper t7ﬁ”fix things." . It's like going 10 the doctor or

;taklng your car inyo the shop But in the qctn1ng\g've just de§C11bod

Jlthe perqon abkang/for hclp 1s gonng to do the fixing.

./'
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» This writing conlerence .can be anywhere f{ron 10 minutes to an hour .

y \ f

ong: In my expericnce in the lab thirty minutes scems to be the ideal

- length., 1t gives enoligh time to focus on one major and several lesser

» : . .
i1ssues. Beyond that both the student and teacher tend to become tired and

distracted. In apprdeiably less than thirty minutes there is.not cnough

time to cstablish the focus and rapport-needed for an effective teaching

-

session.  lowever, if the student comes into the lab regularly and stays

',

and writes for a while, scveral shorter confercnces may be the most help-
' . 4

ful approagh. The model 1 will discuss here is the 30-minute one, the
one most familiar and natural to mcs 1 am assuming that in considering
]

my suggestions you will adapt them to the setting of yourggpwn lab.

| ]

~

What can or should we do in these thfrty'minutes? In essence, twg
things-— - help students improve the assignment at hand and give them some :

insight into their own development as writers. Both of these imply speed-

»

ing that development along. Our chief aids in this are the immediacy and

\

z

sandividualization that writing lab instrucgtion offers. Immediacy gives

s

* .
us the advantage of g conversational exchange with students about their
writing. Individualization gives us the advantage of teaching to specific,

needs in a problem-solving manner. But before we can get to the prablem-

solving lesson of a conference we have to figure out what its content :

: : . : . . . ‘ ' N
shou]Jd be. In other words, there is considerable work to be donc before

. we actually begin teaching in the familiar sense of the term. é

* > -

»

For the sake of discussion let me divide th¢ teacheir's work in the

»

i
conference into three tasks, cach making the next possible. The three are

establishing focus, making a diagnosis, and teachinpg the lesson itself’.

. . . N N \
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'l‘oduy I want to talk primarily about the ecarly ftocusing stape ot a con- -
. C ‘ _
forence because 1 sec it as often neglected yet crucial to the larger
! * N

issue of feostering self-relionce. Tt is crucinl becnuse the process by
b .“\\
which we Yocus on the students' needs and together establish priorities

becomes a model for what they can do another time on their own.

[ -
- - . ) - - \
The focusing process bogins with the student's concerns.  We jthe

instructors must determinc two things quickly: f{irst, what the student

expects {rom tgb conferenoe, and sccond, what the student wants to accom-

P
4

plish in the writing task at hand. Pinning these issuces down-ean be
' , ' \
the hardest part of.the conference, especially with $tudents who are new

T. to the lab. It would sometimes be casier to skip this phase, jump in

- and start fixing the paper up, But then what would be gained, beyond a

somewhat bétter composition? ' . , - N

~
-

So resist the temptation to, jump in, and instead, let the student

do most of the talking in the™warly minutes of your gon{erence. Here

o

and later we have to remember to keep our own hands off as much as possible.

A _
It is just too easy to make false assumptions about what the student 1is

1

or should bg/attcmpting in a writing. .

<
<

At the center where I work, which is fpr students cnrolled in tbe

v

Educational Opportunity Program at the University of Washington, we usc

. * . N . s
a half-page form to facilitate the beginning of a conferenct. (Sce Figure
4 Co ) R - .

One,) We adapted it from a BUNY puffalo form picked up at a confetence
a few ycars ago, and we may ncever stop tinkering with it. The form asks

. . ’
; ea students to writc down what they want us to help them with. They fill

L4

[}

\\ Lo . . ‘i . - . . . L)



}

-

_out the top two lines and the 1éft—hanq side of the form before the con-.

\

fertnce starts. This proccdure is a crutial first step in their taking
rosponsibility for ﬁyut will go on during the conference.  The forms al:o
. provide a record of the teadher's perceptions of the conference activities,

filled in at later stages of the conference. We use them to collect

attendance data as well. The lower left corner indicates class status,

 counsclor, and {irst language,as well asgwhether the student already had

draft and how much time we spent in conference.

A -

AN
4

The brief process}of putting a helf request in writing is important
in the growth of sclf-reliance Qecause il makes students think about what

thoy want in the conference and in their writing. It allows them to
A '/ .
cstablish prioritiés; it produces.a tangible statement of purpose, and

——

it %r@vidcs a tiny moment of additional practice at putting thoughts into

writing. Incidentglly, we have staunchly resisted using a checklist on .

f

these forms, operating on the theory that a menu-like 1list of potential
\ .
‘ i 0
problems would be too tempting. Both we and the students would want to -
. » ¢

.check off everything.‘ Besides, the"Students‘—own phrﬁsing-of a problem
can tell us more than a checkmark. Even if they write something scemingly

useless, they have given us important informatien— that they don™t know

what thcy want or need.

S
~

' . \ .

So the valug of the written help request is the thinking process 11
. : ~ .

stimulates, a process that can help foster self-reliance in the student
Lo _ _ ne.

writer. Last ycar at our center we found that students we saw more than

”

v - . - - . .
threé or four times during a 10-weck quarter-made more specific and accu-

.

rate requests for help on their Iaeir forms. T won't protend innocence

P
. . -~ . : v -,
LI e
) R . . ’ o
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have little concept of audience, much less rhetorical stancg, the most

~

in this-— after the first few conferences I insist that a studcnt be

specific on the form before we bepin talking about the paper. And 1

ey

would obviously be hard-pressed to arguc that the form alone is respon-
'

sible for morc sophisticated help roquests. MBut I am convinced that it
is a useful teaching®tool because it cencpurages students to become move

aware of thoemselves within the conference and the writing process.

LS
- - . S
w

It would, of course, bc naive to contend that students always know

what is going wrong with their papers. From inexperienced writers who

N E]

s !

[

“common pléas for help have to do with surface features such as comnmas

or verbs. Once the instructor sees the paper, a mdch‘more basic issuc
may becomé evident, such as misinterprctation of the assignment or in-
adequate dévelopment of a thesis that may or may nd{ be stated. Such -
is;ues;nbuld take priority.over.puqcfuatgon‘cfrors. When we g;; into
the diagnostic phasc-of the conference we sometin@?*discd&er that we
need to change-tho student's perception of the-‘paper. One might then
axgugthat the "hands off" injunction no longer applies. We arc after

all intervening and suggesting changes in the writing, sdhetimes quite

substantial changes. Instead, I would say that I mean ''hands off" only

literally.. We make the §uggestions; it's up to the students to carry

A

them out, . ' - _ .

~

-

r

But before we start the socond and third sfages, diagnosing gnd

making suggestions, we need.information beyond the student's cxpectatiohs

B .
+

of the conférence. What docs -the studenl hope’ to aceemplish in the

-
~

Y .' . ’ ) ’ - .
.writing? I'm chposing my”words carcfully here because 1 want to divide

. - : '

: [y . -~ N . .
o o . 8B
- -
X |



. thls idea of accomplishing in two. First, we must know the purposc of
the paper. We have to find out what the assignment is. It §s helpful
to hear the student's response to the assignment orally, so that we have

£ somothing to build on if there is no draft, or something to measure the
) . . . \
paper against if there 1s a draft. The scco?) thing we need to know is
h of .

what tﬁe student has been working on- - and Qorrying about—  while

writing: commas? verbs? transitions? adding detail? This in{ormation
tells us not just what to look for in the pgper; but alsQ how muéh the
student knows about his or har own writing procesdes. It usually provides-

: . Y R _
a foundatign for the rest of the conference and, when /mecessary, clues ,
. § / .

]

for helpihg the student get p&st a writing block. .

As we move to diagnosis, 1 probably necd to distinguish between
g ,

-

conferences that involve a drafa and those that don't. 1f there is no

'draft; the diagnostic and teaching phases of the conference probably both

e

begin as soon as .we start discussing the purpose of the paper. Diagnosis:
~ student is having trouble getting started. Prescription: a heuristic
dialogue. ‘A similar dialogue is useful when theré is a draft, but the

draft misses the point of sif\agfignment. Following the 'hands off™
dictum is tyicky in a conversation liﬁe thisi _But remember that the paper
‘that-results ﬁust be the student's own: We should take the role of a

v _ " catalyst, using questions to stim&iéte the writer's thoughts. If we sce ’
ourselveés as catalysts, it beéomes easicr not to make assumptions about

: , .
where the student's ideas may be heading and easier not to impose oursclves

“upon thosc ideas.
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Frequontly the-assignment itself is not very clear, and we have to

hid . + .
ask a number of questions about the context in w&jvh it was piven. 1

~try to guide students to discover the appropriate response themsclves.

Rephrasing the question and drawing analogics are preferable to saying,

3

'""No, what you should have done is . . ." Once they realize whai an
assignment is asking for, many students can quiek]y summarize a still
unwritieﬁ paper. Sometimes five or ten minutes of conversation in a
confErbnce wilL resuli in a clear thesis statement, oral or written,
when hours of,siruggle the niéht before would not. The self-reliance
issue is-clear here. The students discover that they do in fact have
something valuable to say, that they can respondﬂto'the assignment.,

In some confercnces this heuristic process alone could be the major

.

lesson taught, for the dialogue provides a model for deciphering any
assignment. We should make the conversation an explicit model, explaining
that students can learn to do this kind of questioning for themselves.

Self-reliance. Voo

"

» . ‘ %g

f

As 1 suggested a moment ago, when there is a draft of a paper, we
/ . N

have to find out and pay careful attention to what the student tells us

i

she has been working on. First of all, onte we start reading we want to

be able to provide positive reinforcement if the student has been success-
' .

ful. 1If the student has been working hard on verb tenses and there are

very,ﬂﬁw problems now, great, let him know he's, done well. There may be

o
o

dangling modifiers or confused relative clauses, or no thesis, but before

we deal with them, let's let the student know where he's met with some

.

success. — secondly, letting the student guide the confaxence this way oo
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Y

actually save time.. For instance, a paper may have mistakes in it that
the studcnt alrcady knows about and can fix. Once we've surc this is the
case, we can turn our attention to other problems, problems most likely

of greater substance. N

y T ’() LS
As we begin diagnosing a draft, it we are genuinely interested an

fostering sclf-reliance, we must listen cdreflully to the student-.  Unless

a paper is just completely wrong-headed, most of the time most of what the
~ *

student has worked out will bé acceptable, maybe cven good. The student .
Y -
.needs to know that. Then we can nmove from what is working to what isn't,
. | - .
and, with the student's help, try to find out why it isn't. And that is

onc of the key benefits of working in a conference situation, I think:

L]

\

‘In this light, much more could be said about the diagnostic process

Y

and the teachipg that follows it, .but I would just like to make a few
comments about how we tan structure the later parts of the writing con-

ference with the goal of sclf-reliancg in mfnq.

First of all, we need to remember the "hands of{" dictum and resist

the temptation to grab a pencil and start editing. Most papers, especially R

~

. r

early in the term, will need work on a mdiber of problems. In ane writing = g
. ./ .

conference we can hope to tackle onc of them thovoughly and a couple &f

1 -
s
Fow

others.tangentially.. The trick, then, is to figure out the crucial probtaem

- . .
* ¢

" a student 'is having on a given draft and address it. What is the main = 7. »

. : sl VI
thing keeping the student from succeeding? That's what the focusing
"procgss has been all about, gctting'usé}bady to decide this. . Befpre we

2
4 ) A

-
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A can decdde 'which are basje issucs, we need 1o have soen' the paper ay a

s r - - - ]
~ .y . . \
- . - . .
» + 'y D

whole, dor*rmiﬂcd'whcthoy it #ccomplishes what its author hopes 1t does, -

and decided whether mechanical flaws result frop mistakes or {rom pativrns
. . ( ° ’ N -

S e C . .- N . . .
of error that neced further diagnosis. Doing all this-takes a }ittle timd. *

P

Try not to be afraid of. the silence. e : .'5”' . St

% . -
¥

Second, the lesson we design must have dpplicatfons.beyond the paper _ ’ -
at hand.. For example-— if missing expository materigl ,is gencrated Jduring -
) rd] . . | . . .

-

t the conferenc;; tﬁc Lcucher can make the Sludgrt,awarc of‘thc‘ﬁ¢ufisficsl.‘f
used Lo develop the materia] and PrOV]dL‘nétgc pd that proééss asluell\;
. Y. ~T . . ~. [3 ' - . R Lo
Shou}d léaps in réasoning becom&.cviQCnt'oY'sUppdrt.fbr:g:péint be dccm§§.1 ;:, C
inadequate, questions‘caﬁ;be jottédﬁén the'margin.{p}"1nien\contemplntgonJ .
) : : .'; . SR e ) w‘{ T L

Another good technique is to point .out a better dcﬁhlopcq paragraph else- .

. _ \f
where in 'the paper or in a text as.a model. T : e -
. Coe L s SR Y : R . N
A o - e - 4 B
o

- R

-

& , Prov1d1ng models. separate from the Jmmedlatc problems can be quite
It

-

\ : valuable with sonteugo 1evol p)ob]cms bﬁcausé we can Leach'thu student |how :
) L to Cdlt w1thout dnnng 11 fo; them The teacher can?krite out seqtenccs“,;é

¥ ST L . e, PO . ) Lo . S o

’ ‘that jmiﬁaté an errpf‘gr syntactic difficultyfin d more obdiou; wayy and . ..

N _ usé:thASC scﬁtcnces}§§jgemoﬁsfyate.hqw and why the_prgﬁlem qaﬁ.ﬁé corrected,

« e Coe . R S W - o

. ) Sbmctimcs:ix ig necessé%y“thQeaéh phd p}inoipléﬁ involved, somctimes'oplyﬁ L

v ‘. . BRN
A

o ' ' to refresh the %tudent S memory Oircn hlndourq-fan provide chd} ts or S
model s “for corrections, sentence cxm‘!“&ng punctuatzon pattcrns and the

.

- like. With thelsample“§entencés 0) o handout,

. N . A
- Ly ' - . 4 -¥ .
. o -..- . . oo )

5 "~ return to the paper and'mukonthé.borrcé#ibﬁa,
v 1 N -

as a guide, the student can -

AU-Tirstsstudents peed to.
Lo . 9 - 2 ’ . . -~ . Tw oL . o : -'.’ R
Ay R QQ shown whérc their érrors are, an 33 }ﬁ} icrm-procrosscg; we Lry to ho -

- - . ‘J

- 1ncrcaqlnp]) less SPOLT{JL bﬂ’auqo thoy thL to 101}n to, pol their ocun’

Y
.

errars %ofowo Lhcy- “an LOI]UL1 1hom ‘)c]{«rv11unrcf ',;}:" N

(-; ~ . K . - .. -

o r\ . o - ‘ . . . . . . . 1 ‘) , ¢ . . : <
Q . . . : : ’ : k. <2 _°- o . - - -
. N - ' . N l. T
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Finally,-the last few minutes of the confereﬁEP are very important.

What are we sending~the student away with? A ncw thosis statement, an

outline, a handout on punctuating- subordinate clauses? Above all we should
have provided a vivid impression of what it feels like te solve a touple of

writing problems. The writing conference rccord form can be useful again

‘horc. 'The right-hand side asks the tegcher to summ;n‘jzcstho content of the
. s ) '/

conference and, most importantly, '"What strategices were recommended” for the

student to use after he/she left? Tt can be very helpful for the student

. ~

v . : . - :
to hear how these questiong are answercd. At the cnd of each session I try

to .suggest threc arcas for the student to work on—-: orc organizatjonal,

one syntactical, and the third,:a'proofreading strategy. These are an

[N

implicit assignment for avoiding or dealing with the same problems in the

- ' oot b
next paper. | -

”The'point I want _to leave yoﬁ with is that student sé&lf-rcliance is

nurtured by the interaction of the conference. The tcacher does not tell

the student what to do. Together they discuss the material, the téaghcr

~

for the mpst~part asking questions, responding thoughtfully, rcphraSing for

clarification, asking another question. Thus the instructor leads the staf*
. : pe '

-

dent to fuller development of the ideas at hand or correctjon of problem

*

arcas, a]ways»builging on what the student knows or has already accom-

plished. The conversation— the conference itself— becomes an explicit
model: for what the student can do later, alone. Maybe not next time, but
maybe the-time after that. The iyportant'thing is that: the studcht is awarc .

" of successfully hand]{ng part of the writing process:

> ’ »
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Figure 1.
' | o I
Hands Of{: . Fostériug Self{-Reliauce in the Wiiting Lab
- Virginia A. Chappell
University of Washington -
PRI
1980 ccce '
) \ . f ° : )
Lo The form below is used to facilitate and record writing conference activity at

the Unive{sity of Washington's Educational Opportunity Program Instructional Center .

L
A

Uses: Student mgkes written request for asglstance.

~ . v ¥
——— , & - s 0» * :
.~ Tecacher redfords perceptions, activities, recommendations.

‘Form serves as attendance record.

. -

WRITING CONFERENCE RECORD o
¥ - — S
Name: : ' o Date: '
- ‘ : — :
\ . e
"Origin of Writing Task: ) ) _
\ _ ; Course Instructor Due date Length
5 ) ' ; )
N4 — :
_ Writer: What do you want the instructor Teacher: What were the specific problems
<y to help you with in this writing con- of this student that surfaced durxng thlB
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